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Abstract
Hydroelectric development has increased rapidly throughout Latin America in the late
20th and early 21st centuries (del Mar Rubio et al. 2014). In 2014, Latin America represented 20
percent of the world’s hydropower (del Mar Rubio et al. 2014). It is also the main source of
power generation throughout Latin America, accounting for roughly 65 percent of all electricity
generated (Wheeler 2012). Within Panamá, significant hydroelectric development has been
happening in the Chiriquí province. Local peoples’ dissatisfaction with the actions of the
hydropower companies has increased with time, resulting in civilians and organizations taking
action in opposition to these companies and hydroelectric development (Hofstede and Ojeda
2013) . However, several dams have been constructed in last decade (Bigda-Peyton et al. 2012).
In Chiriquí province, there is a growing environmental movement related to the protection of
community water sources (Hofstede and Ojeda 2013 In order to provide a sample perspective of
the regional anti-dam movement residents living near to the uppermost dam sites of the Chiriquí
Viejo River and local environmental activists were interviewed. In total, 34 semi-structured
interviews were conducted over a period of 14 days. Using qualitative analysis and quantitative
methods perspectives were compared between activists and residents to look for convergences
and inconsistencies. This investigation provides a cultural perspective on the regional
environmental movement and its ties to hydroelectric development.
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Introduction
Hydroelectric development has increased rapidly throughout Latin America. In 2014, Latin
America represented 20 percent of the world’s hydropower (Mar Rubio and Tafunell 2014).
Within Panamá, much of the hydroelectric development is happening in the Chiriquí province.
Local peoples’ dissatisfaction with the actions of dam companies has increased with time
(Hofstede and Ojeda 2013). This has resulted in local people and organizations taking action to
oppose dam companies and hydroelectric development (Hofstede and Ojeda 2013). Dam
construction has been slowed in part because of the occurrence of social demonstrations
(Hofstede and Ojeda 2013).
At the same time Latin America is also experiencing a surge of growth in social mobilization
that some researchers hypothesize is a response to the trend of neoliberal economic changes and
globalization (Wald 2015). Social mobilization is occurring in part as people living in the
countryside gain more access to new technologies. It is especially important that these
technologies be applicable to their current lifestyle and livelihood (Wald 2015). However, access
to new technology and commercial goods is marred by neoliberal policies that give more power
to economic elites at many levels of society (Yates 2014). Scholars theorize that neoliberalism
came about in response to the failure of economic policies enacted from the 1950s through the
early 1970s. These included Keynesian policies and others that placed emphasis on big
government and money generated from fiscal sources. Financial instability resulting from low
productivity and growth favored the evolution of new economic policies. Neoliberal policies
give power to small governing bodies, promote free trade between nations, and decrease
regulation of both corporate affairs and national finances (O’Hara 2010). Neoliberalism is not
without problems. In response to failure of neoliberal policies, citizens of Latin America have
been more recently electing social democratic and socialist candidates to power (O’Hara 2010).
This, along with local social demonstrations are examples of the emerging push for postneoliberal policies that focus more public capital and place more emphasis on human security
and the environment instead of economic growth (O’Hara 2010). In the case of Panamá, this
article starts to examine if the anti-dam movements are functioning as a push for similar socialist
policies.
In several cases, the companies that manage hydroelectric dam projects function as economic
elites when compared to the communities physically located near the dams (Rijke 2012,
Thokildsen 2016). Residents of southeast Queensland, Australia disputed a proposal to build a
hydroelectric dam on the Mary River at around the same time that hydroelectric development
was increasing on the Chiriquí Viejo River (Rijke 2012). According to the findings, residents felt
undermined by government powers when their concerns over possible flooding and nearby
property were ignored (Rijke 2012). In Brazil, there have been numerous cases of dams being
built without consultation of local community members or the compensation of affected groups
(Thokildsen 2016). The early dams were built under military dictatorships; no environmental
impacts were required during this time (Thokildsen 2016). Once elected civilians replaced the
military government and citizens were less restricted, they began to demand more rights and
recognition (Thokildsen 2016). Regional dam movements began in the late 1970s and soon
became part of larger socio-environmental movement (Thokildsen 2016). By 1988, lobbying on
the part of this movement and others resulted in the formation of a ‘Citizen Constitution’
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(Thokildsen 2016). This meant that citizens would be permitted more participation decisionmaking processes and that previously marginalized ethnic groups would receive more territorial
rights (Thokildsen 2016). Despite this victory, hydroelectric dams continue to be sources of
conflict between affected communities and the Brazilian government (Thokildsen 2016). Both of
these case studies suggest an emerging pattern of governments putting economic growth before
social and environmental welfare.
In contrast to countries such as Brazil, there is sparse research on the social impacts of
hydroelectric dam development in Panamá. Hydroelectric development has mainly occurred over
the past 10 years (O. Jordan, personal communication, March 17th 2017). There have been no
formal systematic investigations into the anti-dam movement of Chiriquí. With Bocas del Toro,
Chiriquí produces a significant majority of hydroelectric power for the country (Abad and
Banfield, 20). Dams are being constructed at a rapid rate; in 2012, there were 14 new dam
concessions awarded for the Chiriquí Viejo River (Bigda-Peyton et al. 2012). The opposition
movement in Chiriquí has had less time to develop, but educational technologies have provided
people more power to mobilize (O. Jordan, personal communication, March 17th 2017).
In general, communities may choose to oppose hydroelectric development for several
reasons. The negative changes that result from dam construction include forced resettlement,
decreased access to resources, economic instability and the effects of potential pollution on
human health (Bigda-Peyton et al. 2012). In Chiriquí more studies have focused on the
ecological health of the rivers in regards to dam construction (Bigda-Peyton et al. 2012). For
example, considerable fragmentation is likely to occur on the Chiriquí Viejo River due to the
sheer number of dams on a river that is less than 100 kilometers (Bigda-Peyton et al. 2012).
While some studies have included interviews as one aspect of their investigation, none have
specifically focused on the social movements as a topic of study. My investigation will attempt
to increase the body of scientific information available on the anti-dam movement in Chiriquí by
including the perspectives of the affected people.
Background
The majority of hydroelectric dams that are constructed in the tropics are small or
medium-sized and operate based on a water-diversion mechanism (Kelly-Richards et al. 2017).
These types of dam have been promoted by many climate change and renewable energy policy
structures. However, scholars believe that there is increasing evidence that demonstrates the
various negative environmental and social consequences of small hydropower development
(Kelly-Richards et al. 2017). In the Canadian Province of British Columbia, hundreds of small
hydropower projects have been planned with little oversight (Kelly-Richards et al. 2017). In this
case, public trust in government energy policy decreased. Other case studies indicate similar if
not the same outcomes; such as indigenous groups and townships have opposed small
hydropower projects in Chile (Kelly-Richards et al. 2017). Cumulative impacts on natural
landscapes in Norway are more significant per megawatt (MW) of small hydropower production
than large hydropower production (Kelly-Richards et al. 2017). In regards to Panamá, almost
every waterway has been conceded for hydroelectric production (Abad and Banfield, 20).
Furthermore the distribution of electricity within country is extremely unequal. Thirty percent of
the population lives in Panamá City. Yet they consume over 60 percent of the energy produced
in the other provinces (Abad and Banfield, 20). On top of this while almost all the provinces
have polluted waterways, the Panamá City Canal is protected by the central administration (Abad
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and Banfield, 2013). Particular laws have made it possible for international investors to profit
from the hydroelectric development of Panamanian waters. For example, Law 6 of 1997 resulted
in the privatization of the electrical sector (Urrutia, 2007).
At the start of the 2000s the National Environmental Authority (ANAM) of Panamá
began to focus on the planning and implementation of clean development mechanism projects
(CDM). They were allocating more time and money to the development of Panamá’s capacity
for hydropower. In 2002, ANAM produced an initial project portfolio with the goal of attracting
international investors. 20 of the 27 projects profiled in the report were energy sector projects
(Sembris, 2002). Hydroelectric dams accounted for 13 of the 20 energy sector projects, or 65
percent (Sembris, 2002). Furthermore, 10 of the 13 hydroelectric projects were located or
intended to be located in the Chiriquí province (Sembris, 2002). Four of the 10 projects were
assigned to the old Chiriquí River, the only river listed more than once within the report
(Sembris, 2002). In Spanish it is called Río Chiriquí Viejo, which the name that will be used
throughout the rest of the article. When this report was created in 2002, zero hydroelectric
projects had been installed on this particular river (Sembris, 2002).

Map 1: Chiriquí province, Panamá
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Map 2: Three of the uppermost dams of the Río Chiriquí Viejo in relation to the community
study sites.
Chiriquí is the westernmost province of Panamá and is responsible for 80 percent of Panamá’s
agricultural production (Oxford Business Group 2015). The headwaters of the Río Chiriquí Viejo
emerge from the mountainous region of Cerro Punta and flow to the Pacific Ocean. Three of the
uppermost dams of the Río Chiriquí Viejo are Paso Ancho, Pando, and Monte Lirio (Google
Map). Paso Ancho was constructed in the township of Volcán. Pando was constructed directly 4
km west of Volcán (“Environmental and Social Strategy” 2009). While Monte Lirio was
installed about a kilometer away from Plaza Caisán town (“Environmental and Social Strategy”
2009), part of the larger agricultural community of Caisán.
Paso Ancho was the first dam to be constructed on the Río Chiriquí Viejo, completed in
2009. Residents of Chiriquí first started to take action against the hydroelectric companies in
2006. The government and dam promoters had set up public consultation sessions, which
informed the community of their plans to construct multiple dams on the Río Chiriquí Vie. Both
residents and the Catholic Church were opposed to dam construction. However, the people did
not have much information and did not reach a consensus on how to proceed. Furthermore, they
had no way to communicate with the hydroelectric companies themselves. Instead community
members went to local government officials. The local government officials supported their
goals. Except, when the companies arrived they offered the local government a lot of money. All
the permits for Paso Ancho had already been approved by the central government, allowing the
project to proceed. The dam company even promoted public works projects such as schools and
health centers. The community did not think there was anything else they could do and they were
appeased by the company offers. When the company wanted to buy land near the river, few
residents were willing to sell. The company pressured residents into selling their land, and thus
the value of land increased significantly. In fact, to buy land in Caisán is much more expensive
than it was ten years ago. Caisán was also one the first communities to protest against dam
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construction. In 2009, activists formed an alliance known by its initials in Spanish,
AAPRODIUPA. This translates to the Environmental Alliance of Integral Development United
for Panamá. This is when the movement became more active. These organizations were
attending forums, making formal complaints, and doing presentations. Between 2010 and 2011
they were asking municipal government officials to halt dam construction, because the project’s
cumulative impact had not been well studied and impact on local people had not be addressed.
During this time, residents were not often participating in the anti-dam movement. They did not
feel they had the power to oppose the project. Representatives of Chiriquí did not attempt to halt
the project out of fear of not receiving government funds. As well, the selling of concessions to
hydroelectric companies became a business deal and manipulation of the public (Key Informant,
Personal Communication, April 22nd 2017). This history was received from a key informant that
has been involved in Chiriquí’s anti-dam movement since its beginning. Little information about
the current anti-dam movement is available through verifiable sources (Bigda-Peyton et al. 2012,
Hofstede and Ojeda 2013). In 2017 the number of constructed dams has still not been verified for
the Río Chiriquí Viejo.
The goal of this investigation is to provide insight into the situation at present and better
understand the origin of the anti-dam movement in Chiriquí province. This study examines the
communities of Volcán and Caisán that have both been affected by the nearby hydroelectric dam
presence using anthropological methods to collect information on residents’ perceptions.
Activists involved in the local environmental movement were interviewed as well to provide a
comparison between groups and further understand the structure of this movement. This study
aims to determine the factors and or conditions that determine civilian action in opposition to
hydroelectric development specific to the province of Chiriquí, Panamá.
Methods and Materials
All interviews conducted in Spanish were recorded. In total, 14 interviews were conducted with
activists. 20 interviews were conducted with 40 community members. Community members and
activists were interviewed in reference to the same set of 15 questions. The interview guide was
used as a control variable in order to make comparisons between resident and activist
perspectives. All participants were interviewed in a semi-structured style. This allowed the
participant to direct the interview and for the researcher to establish some rapport with each
participant (Fife, 2005). In general, each participant was asked 10-12 questions depending the
answers given and if they chose to elaborate on particular subjects. This also allowed for
questions to be asked spontaneously as the interview progressed (Fife, 2005). Almost all the
interviews were conducted in Spanish. Interviews with residents were not recorded, because they
were generally shorter than interviews with activists. Interviews were also not recorded to make
the resident feel more at ease. For the complete interview guide, look to the Appendix. The
interview guide was written with the intention of understanding how residents feel about local
hydroelectric development. As well, questions were written in order to learn more about
residents’ relationship to their home, the Chiriquí Viejo River, and the regional anti-dam
movement. The interview guide was structured in a manner where later questions built upon
themes from previous questions. The interview always began with questions pertaining to less
serious themes, then progressing onto to more serious topics. This was done intentionally so that
the participant would feel comfortable and prepared when heavier topics came up in the
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interview.
All interview notes were consolidated into a single Word document. Interviews were
organized into three separate categories: activists, Volcán residents and Caisán residents. All
interviews that were notated in Spanish were translated to English. Recordings were used to
correct for mistakes in my notes. The website wordreference.com was used to translate specific
words and phrases from interviews. Interview data was analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively.
In order to determine the frequency of general opinions and mentioned topics created an
ethogram was created. After defining my codes, the frequency for each was calculated by
dividing the total number of occurrences over the total number of interviews. The calculations
were performed separately for each group. Calculations were performed and recorded using an
Excel spreadsheet. Interviews were further analyzed using qualitative analysis methods.
Interviews were conducted starting on April 19th, 2017 and continued until May 2nd of the
same year for a total of 14 days. Prior to the start of the investigation local contacts, the Google
maps database (Google Maps) and a previous study (Bigda-Peyton et al. 2012) were all utilized
to locate the uppermost dams of the Chiriquí Viejo River; Paso Ancho, Pando and Monte Lirio.
This information was used to create a base map of the study area. Interviews were conducted
with residents in the communities of Volcán and Caisán along with environmental activists
throughout the province of Chiriquí. Volcán and Caisán were selected because they are both
located beneath the dam sites of Paso Ancho, Monte Lirio and Pando (Google Maps). Prior to the
data collection period, a literature review was conducted using the University of Oregon library
database to find primary and secondary sources relevant to my research topic and question.
Primary and secondary sources were also utilized to supplement data collected from the
interviews (Fife, W. 19 and 26). A key informant was also interviewed to collect background
information about the history of the anti-dam movement. As well, reports from the InterAmerican Development Bank, the International Finance Corporation and the Panamanian
government were utilized to provide more specific information about the dams located within the
study area. More background research was conducted on April 17th and 18th. The proposal to
work with human subjects was approved for this project on April 18th.
On April 19th, 23rd and 28th interviews were conducted interviews in Volcán. Participants
for interviews were located in the central town area using the ‘cold-calling method. Participants
were approached near stores and then told in Spanish the intent of the study. The stated intent of
this study was to learn more about the culture of the selected communities and to collect opinions
about the hydroelectric dams. The stated purpose of this study was to practice conducting
research and to present this investigation in a university setting. In general, most residents were
willing to be interviewed. Only a few people declined to be interviewed. Residents were asked
for their verbal consent prior to the start of the interview. It was also made clear to residents that
they could decline to answer any question and conclude the interview at any time. All interviews
in Volcán lasted 10-20 minutes. Subjects were interviewed one-one and in groups of two. In total
10 interviews were conducted. Two people interviewed were from the community of Río Sereno
and were included in the dataset, because they had been located using the same ‘cold-calling
method’ as the rest of my study participants. As well, they both worked in Volcán. A similar
methodological issue presented itself in the community of Caisán. This is addressed in the next
paragraph.
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On April 25th, April 26th and May 2nd interviews were conducted in Caisán. One
interview with Caisán residents was conducted on April 21st in the city of David. This interview
took place at a community meeting in the city of Davíd. The intent of the meeting was the
discussion of a recently proposed law that intends to privatize all community aqueducts within
Panamá. After the meeting, two residents from Caisán were interviewed together. Two residents
of Caisán were also contacted through a key informant. This resident and another were
interviewed at their respective homes. The rest of my interviews in Caisán were conducted along
the main street in the center of town. Many residents came to a specific store in the center of
town. Two other study participants were located outside of the main primary school. Similar to
Volcán, most people were willing to be interviewed. However, the ‘cold-calling’ method was
less efficient in Caisán. This likely occurred due to the smaller size of Caisán. The community is
also more spread out, because most residents are ranchers and farmers. In Caisán, interviews
were also conducted one-on-one and with small groups of 2-3 people. In total, 10 interviews
conducted. However, it must be noted that two participants were not from Caisán. They were
included as part of the study because they were located in the same method as other participants
and they possessed an awareness of the area as demonstrated by my data.
Regional activists were contacted exclusively using the ‘snowballing’ method (Longhurst
2009). At the start of the data collection period, a list of five contacts was obtained from a key
informant that is directly involved in the anti-dam movement. I called these contacts directly to
set up interviews. At the time of this study, local activists were meeting to discuss a proposed
law that would privatize community aqueducts. The same key informant served as an important
contact for meeting activists in-person and scheduling interviews. Another activist also served as
an important connection to other activists that met up at specific times. Interviews with activists
lasted anywhere from 12 to over 60 minutes. The amount of information collected during an
interview was determined by how much the activist wished to talk and their involvement in the
anti-dam movement.
Limitations of Interview Data
Interviews lasted anywhere from 10 to 45 minutes. Interviews with residents were
typically shorter than interviews with residents. Interview lengths were not consistent, because
some participants did not answer all the same questions. Interview lengths may have been more
consistent if the interviews were more structured. However, the semi-structured nature of the
interviews also allowed for conversation to flow more naturally. It would be unlikely that all
participants shared the exact same information and perspectives. Not all activists interviewed
were involved in the anti-dam movement. This would have limited the size of my study.
However, all activist participants were or are currently involved in one or more specific
environmental movements. For the purpose of this study, movement is defined as any type of
social action with a specific long-term intention or goal. I also attended a meeting of activists and
concerned residents with the same key informant. Time constraints made it impossible to get in
contact with 13 activists that were specifically part of the anti-dam movement. However, all
activists that participated in this study are involved in water rights’ conflicts.
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Ethogram Codes
Table 1. Ethogram Codes
WL

Participant has lived in Chiriquí province for their
whole life

MT

Participant mentions temperature change (in any
context).

RS

Participant
significant.

PO

Participant demonstrates a positive opinion of the
hydroelectric dams

NO

Participant demonstrates a negative opinion of the
hydroelectric dams.

NE

Participant demonstrates a neutral opinion of the
hydroelectric dams.

IDN

Participant has been involved in the anti dam
movement.

NIN

Participant has never been involved in the anti dam
movement.

considers

the

Río

Chiriquí

Viejo

Results
31 out of 34 participants answered all questions asked during the interviews. All activist
participants were interviewed separately. However, in some cases, multiple residents were
interviewed at one time. All of the activists answered every question that was asked. Not all
residents interviewed were willing to answer every question. In this case, the participant would
either say that they did not know or they did not understand the question. It is important to note
that only one resident answered that they did not understand the question. The majority of other
times the resident simply did not know their answer to the question. In regards to Volcán, only
two participants out of 13 did not have an opinion about the dams or the anti-dam movement.
While in Caisán, only one participant said they did not know the answer to the question and that
they did not understand another question. In both communities few residents declined to be
interviewed. The majority of residents asked were willing to participate. All activists asked to
participate gave their consent to be interviewed. Two activists contacted were not interviewed
due to travel and time constraints.
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Table 2. Frequencies of Conversation Topics and Opinions among Participant Interviews
Volcán Residents’ Perspectives
The majority of participants in Volcán have lived in Chiriquí for their entire life. A few
participants were farmers that came to Volcán for business from other towns such as Río Sereno.
The town of Río Sereno is about an hour from the highlands. Another two participants that I
interviewed had come to Volcán for work but were originally from the province of Coclé. These
participants also noted the temperature in the area as one positive aspect. Again, well over 50
percent of participants mentioned temperature during the interviews. Most participants originally
from Chiriquí observed that the area has a nice climate. However, during four of my interviews
participants observed that the temperature has increased in their lifetimes?. Other positive
aspects mentioned were productivity of agriculture, abundance of natural areas, tourism, the
inhabitants, hospitality, and sometimes potable water. However, water was more often talked
about in a negative context. In another interview, participants noted that the water is still pleasant
is some parts of the province. It is important to note, that all participants in Volcán assigned
some type of significance to the Río Chiriquí Viejo. For some it held significance as the principal
river of the province. While other participants remember going to the river to swim or bathe with
their families. Another negative aspect that came up during interviews was deforestation. One
participant made the distinction that there has been more deforestation near Panamá City. In 9
out of 10 interviews, participants observed that water in the area had been damaged in some way.
Participants labeled the river as “dangerous, horrible, contaminated, a puddle in a gorge.” They
also noted that the ecology of the river basin had suffered resulting in the dying out of fish and
also negative effects on people. What about fish runs in general? Do the dams have fish ladders?
If not, has this affected spawning and people who depended on the fish?
In every interview participants were asked how the river had changed after the dams were
constructed, often participants would respond with the aforementioned negative comments about
the water. As well, multiple participants mentioned that the abundance of water changed after
hydropower facility construction. Participants specifically mentioned little flow, that all water
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was taken by the dam, and that less water was available to residents. 80 percent of interviews
from the community reflect a negative opinion of the hydroelectric dams. One participant in
particular noted that the dams make him feel angry using the expression “my ears will heat up.”
At the same time, he also expressed that the hydropower companies should compromise with the
community and that he agrees with national authorities on development policy. In 30 percent of
interviews, participants expressed a neutral opinion about the dams. Included in this category are
participants that expressed no opinion on the dams, along with participants that saw benefits and
consequences to dam construction. One benefit that participants mentioned was electricity.
Participants that held a negative opinion of the dams believe that the electricity is sold outside
the country, and thus felt that they received no benefits. Few participants interviewed were
involved in the anti-dam movement. In fact, only one participant was at that time involved in the
movement. While other participants expressed a favorable opinion of the movement, only one
other participant wanted to become involved.
Caisán Residents’ Perspectives
Similar to Volcán, more than half of the interviews in Caisán were with participants that
had grown up in the Chiriquí province. A few participants were from other parts of the province
and did not live in Caisán. However, the majority had lived in the area since before first dams on
Río Chiriquí Viejo were constructed. In contrast to Volcán, temperature was only mentioned in
one interview out of 10. This participant connected climate change to the lack of water in local
rivers. All participants mentioned at least one negative aspect in reference to local water sources.
One participant thought the water quality needed improvement, but held the belief that some
residents had access to good quality water. This contrasted to the anecdotes of other participants
that mentioned contaminated water, dirty water, lack of drinkable water, water causing sickness
and even people emerging from the water with “bites” on their skin. In particular, one participant
noted that residents buy water at the grocery store where I was taking data at the time. As in
Volcán, the 100 percent of participants could assign some type of significance to the Río
Chiriquí Viejo. Participants noted its importance for washing, bathing, fishing and recreation
such as white-water rafting. Multiple participants mentioned its beauty and that it used to be
wide and fast flowing. In turn, multiple participants also noted the damage that has occurred to
the watershed.
In 80 percent of interviews, residents expressed a negative opinion of the dams, namely
in how hydropower companies treated their communities. A few participants connected the
hydropower companies to problems that the town is currently experiencing such as alcoholism,
drug addiction and separation of families. For example, one participant observed that many
people employed by hydropower companies came from outside the country, married local
residents, and then returned to their home countries without their spouses. As well, multiple
residents mentioned that the hydropower companies had damaged the main road with their
machinery. Other participants informed me that the main road connects Caisán to other towns,
thus it has been used to promote regional tourism. Another participant told me that the residents
themselves had fixed the main road when the dam company refused to fix the damages after
construction ended. Participants also noted that the presence of the dams had affected
agriculture. When I asked about the town itself, several participants mentioned the importance of
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agriculture. Participants stated that it now is more expensive to grow crops and farmers have to
use more insecticides. Residents now rely on the Río Caisán for domestic use and agriculture.
Two participants did not have negative opinions of the dams. One participant thought that
the dams were good, while the other participant had not observed any effects from the
hydroelectric dams. This second participant had observed that the local water was not safe to
drink, due to the presence of parasites. Neither of these participants had opinions about the antimovement. In general, fewer participants had participated in the anti-dam movement than those
that had not. In 30 percent of interviews, participants discussed their involvement in the anti-dam
movement. One participant in particular had been extremely active in the anti-dam movement.
Specifically, this participant talked with other residents about the situation, spoke on the radio
(for Chiriquí), talked with companies, contacted government officials, and attended protests.
Two other participants also went to protests in the past. One participant referenced a community
protest in response to the hydroelectric company refusing to fix the road. Participants that were
not involved in the movement held various opinions about it and the topic of social movements
in general. These participants saw how the anti-dam movement was good, yet also reflected their
doubts. Many doubted the effectiveness of the movement. Participants brought up disagreements
between residents, work and family responsibilities, the high cost of lawyers, the lack of
government support, and the general sentiment that nothing that could be done. In several
interviews, participants brought up the topic of money in two contexts. First, they referenced it as
a limiting factor on their ability to make change. Secondly, they mentioned how money had
motivated the government to support the hydroelectric companies.
Activist Perspectives
Almost 80 percent of the activists interviewed had spent their whole life in the Chiriquí
province. Two participants had relocated to the province from Panamá City and a third moved to
the province in 1981. The majority also brought up the topic of temperature during the interview.
One participant noted the nice climate in the area while the other participants referenced climate
change. Positive aspects mentioned during interviews were in reference to beaches, mountains,
hiking trails, the Río Chiriquí Viejo, and the culture of food production. 100 percent of activists
thought the Río Chiriquí Viejo to be significant. Specifically, participants discussed its
importance geographically, culturally, in regards to agriculture, support of local ecology, and
life. Many activists recalled visiting the river with their families. They also noted that they do not
visit the river for pleasure anymore, in some parts, access is limited to dam officials. Every
activist that I interviewed held a negative opinion of the hydroelectric dams. Activists informed
me that after the dams were constructed there was less available water, decreased security, more
pollution, more sediment, the animals disappeared, fish died, the water has become soupy and it
has a bad smell. A few participants also told me that the headwaters of the river have not been
damaged, but the presence of the dams has put more pressure on them. Several participants also
brought up how the communities had been treated by companies.
One participant informed me that the water is sold to the companies in percentages and
that only 10 percent of the original flow remains. Most participants also believed that all of
facilities were constructed and directed by foreign companies and investors. Some participants
mentioned that the companies were from Mexico. Many participants believed that the electricity
was sold to countries outside of Panamá such as Mexico and Costa Rica. At least three
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participants thought that companies had committed human rights’ violations and broken the law
regarding water use. Article 16 of law 35 that was enacted on September 22th 1966 gives priority
to the use of water for the public and agriculture before other uses (Decreto Ley 35 de 22 de
septiembre de 1966). Participants informed me that “other uses” refers to industrial use and the
development of water for electricity.
53 percent of activists had participated in the anti-dam movement at the time of this
investigation. Activists had participated by attending protests, contacting government officials,
speaking on the regional radio and television programs, educating communities about the value
of their natural resources, informing communities about the situation, collaborating with other
national and international organizations, disclosing important documents and by making formal
complaints. Some activists had been involved in the past, but were working on other projects. In
particular, a number of participants interviewed discussed their involvement in the opposition of
a recently proposed law. According to participants, law 369 would privatize rural aqueducts on a
across the entire country. Many participants were concerned that the privatization of rural
aqueducts would further limit community water sources through their sale to foreign investors.
In regards to the protest and meetings, many residents from different communities came
to voice their opinions on the recently proposed law. Close to 100 people gathered at each
meeting. At least 200 people that showed up to protest law 369. Activists shared the perception
that residents wanted to oppose hydroelectric development, at the time this research was
conducted and in the past. Several activists wished to see more participation from residents and
communities. Participants’ believed that residents chose not to take action out of fear, circulation
of false information, lack of community consensus and in some cases because they did not live
near any of the dams. Most of the participants had a positive perception of the anti-dam
movement citing good international participation, mutual support between provinces, and its goal
of conserving resources for future generations. Some activists pointed out that the process of
social change has been tedious, that some residents have acted with ignorance, and that the
hydropower companies are powerful and have a lot of economic resources. The majority of
activist participants intend to continue their involvement in the anti-dam movement or other
regional social movements.
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Figure 1. Protest Against Law 396
Discussion
Participant perspectives’ account for documented action by the Panamanian government
that has prioritized the use of water to foreign investors. The privatization of Río Chiriquí Viejo
could be effectively referred to as “water grabbing.” Scholars define “water grabbing” as the
occurrence of public or private agencies asserting power over a valuable water source (Bompan
et al. 2017). Both activist and resident participants noted that the river was accessible prior to
dam construction and that the companies have restricted public access.
Across all participant groups, participants mentioned that economic resources have been
a limiting factor in opposing hydroelectric dam construction. Both resident and activist accounts
reflect doubt in the effectiveness of the anti-dam movement. These perspectives specifically refer
to little acknowledgement of community concerns by government and hydroelectric company
officials along with the belief that hydropower companies are powerful entities. In 2012, a letter
authored by local activists notes that the ANAM told local residents that they did not have the
funds to ensure a management plan in response to damages caused by dam construction and
operation on the Río Chiriquí Viejo (AAPRODIUPA, 2012). Prior to construction of the Monte
Lirio and Pando dams, local organizations requested that CAO (Compliance Advisor
Ombudsman) perform an audit of the IFC (International Financial Corporation) to ensure that
policy provisions had not been violated. In short, CAO refused to conduct an audit of the
corporation and thus the construction of the Pando and Monte Lirio dams continued (Compliance
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Advisor Ombudsman, 2012). However, an investigation by the MICI (Independent Consultation
and Investigation Mechanism) of the IDB (Inter-American Development Bank) found that the
IDB had committed several policy violations that were of consequence. The IDB was even aware
that the two dam projects combined with the other total 25 in various planning stages would
segment the river into several pools of water. Yet, they permitted a loan for project construction
(Accountability Counsel, 2012). These events support the local activists and residents’ negative
perceptions of hydropower companies and the Panamanian government.
At the same time, a few participants made it clear that they support hydroelectric
development or at the very least do not oppose it. However, these perspectives are outliers.
Determining why residents feel differently about hydroelectric development is more difficult.
For example, residents that had participated in the anti-dam movement were dependent on water
aside from its domestic use. Some participants practiced agriculture and communicated that they
had less water available to them after dam construction. Another participant that had been
involved in the anti-dam movement also worked in the tourism sector. It is possible that
participants were in support of dam construction, simply because they have not been affected or
affected as directly as other study participants. However, what is most surprising is the general
lack of involvement by local residents. Especially given that the majority of residents’
disapproved of the hydroelectric companies’ and government’s actions.
Activist involvement in the anti-dam movement was lower than one would expect.
However, this likely is due to the focus on opposition to law 369. Scholars point out that prior to
political consciousness and organization, three elements are necessary. These consist of injustice,
identity and agency (Wetzel et al. 2011). In the case of the Río Chiriquí Viejo, the injustice is the
damage that occurred to the river itself and the uncompensated communities. Both resident and
activist accounts possess a clear sense of observed injustice. Some losses are less tangible than
others. For example, lack of water is perceived by most as loss of a basic human right. While,
loss of river access could be considered an injustice by some individuals and not be others. For
residents that previously used their access to enjoy the river and have associated positive
memories, this is definitely an injustice. Collective identity could be the result of civil action or
precede it (Wetzel et al. 2011). Scholars assert that people take action when a conflict becomes
personal, specific and exists close to them (Wetzel et al., 2011). Both the communities of Caisán
and Volcán are located close to the dam sites and have historically been connected to the Río
Chiriquí Viejo. The conflict is personal for many of my participants, especially those involved in
agriculture. Residents and activists can name specific problems in regards to both social and
ecological effects on the area. It is also evident that the hydroelectric dams have affected the
local area in a comprehensive manner. According to participants both the amount and quality of
water have decreased since dam construction. As well, both communities report that they
received zero benefits while also fronting the cost of specific damages. For example, community
members in Caisán used their own resources to fix the main road. On the other hand, activists
have chosen to participate in the movement through a myriad of ways. This may relate back to
the element of agency. At the Massachusetts based environmental organization “Stop the Power
(STP)” activists have equipped local civilians with agency by disseminating information and
providing it to residents online. The organization asserts that the Internet has been the most
efficient way to inform the community and provide agency to local residents (Wetzel et al.
2011). My results demonstrate that activists are primarily informing the community through
word of mouth. However, these organizations do maintain an online presence through “la red
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nacional para la defense del agua” (Key Informant, Personal Communication, April 22nd 2017).
This translates to the national website for the defense of water. However, results show that
person-to-person communication is used more often than online communication. Both of the
meetings that I attended were publicized by word of mouth and multiple activists mentioned
visiting communities to promote involvement from residents. This type of activism is necessary
to keep communities informed. Internet access is not guaranteed. Yet it is also time-consuming,
because communities in the Chiriquí province might be hours away by bus or car. From my
results, I conclude that few resident participants are actively involved in the anti-dam movement
because of a lack of agency. Furthermore in a world where capitalism and the free market
dominate, the more resources you have, the more power you are granted.
Conclusion and Recommendations
The general consensus of participants’ interviewed is that hydroelectric dams have had
significant negative effects on local communities and the Río Chiriquí Viejo itself; water quality,
restrictions, etc. If this study is ever repeated it would be necessary to increase sample size. This
would help to determine the accuracy of sample outliers. The geographic parameters of this
study have allowed the comparison of specific community perceptions’ to the perceptions of
activists that work throughout the region. It is clear that residents are as aware as activists of how
hydroelectric facilities have affected the Río Chiriquí Viejo and thus their livelihoods. Activists
were able to provide a more precise understanding of the movements to protect local water
sources. However, most resident participants felt directly affected by hydropower development.
It is important to mention that many activists are also residents themselves. Activists stated that
participation on the part of the local communities has been minimal. Interviews in the
communities of Caisán and Volcán demonstrated that few residents are involved in the anti-dam
movement. It is important to remember that the anti-dam movement started in 2007 and thus is
relatively young. Future research could expand on the movement further and how it will develop
in the coming years. The anti-dam movement is one piece of the larger environmental movement
in Chiriquí to maintain autonomy over community resources and prevent further privatization of
local water sources. At this moment, activists and community members are forming a resistance
against the recently proposed law 369. As one activist pointed out, the hydroelectric dams are the
not the source of the problem. Conflict has emerged from their process of implementation and
the rapid development of Panamá’s natural resources for private investment. These results show
that the people have still not been granted agency. In light of these results, it is recommended
that further research be done to generate public awareness and better understand the conflict.
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide
Semi-structured Interview Questions:
1. ¿Cuánto tiempo han vivido su familia y usted también en esta parte de Panamá?
2. ¿Qué significa el río Chiriquí para usted? ¿Cómo usa el agua del río?
3. ¿Puede describir el río Chiriquí Viejo?
4. ¿Cuándo la hidroeléctrica fue construido donde estuvo usted?
5. ¿Puede describir el rio Chiriquí Viejo después de el construcción del hidroeléctrica?
6. ¿Cómo se siente sobre la hidroeléctrica? ¿Por qué?
7. ¿Ha tomado acciones contra o a favor las hidroeléctricas?
8. ¿Cuáles acciones?
9. ¿Hay un movimiento contra las hidroeléctricas aquí?
10. ¿Qué es su opinión sobre las movimientos sociales?
11. ¿Qué es su opinión sobre la movimiento está aquí?
12. ¿Está involucrado en la movimiento contra las hidroeléctricas? ¿Por qué o por qué no?
13. ¿Puede decirme sobre sus experiencias en Volcán?
14. ¿Puede decirme sobre sus experiencias en la movimiento?
15. ¿Quiere a estar involucrado en las movimientos sociales?
16. ¿Hay algunas cosas puede decirme sobre las hidroeléctricas?
*Gracias para su tiempo y sus respuestas. Su confidencialidad estará protegida, y no
escribiré alguna sobre su identidad en mis resultados.
English Translation:
1. How long have you and your family (formal) lived in this part of Panamá?
2. What significance does the Chiriquí Viejo River have for you? How is the river water
used?
3. Can you describe the Chiriquí Viejo River?
4. Where were you when the first hydroelectric dam was constructed?
5. Can you describe the Chiriquí Viejo River after the hydroelectric dam was
constructed?
6. How do you feel about the hydroelectric dam? Why do you feel that way?
7. Have you taken action against or in favor of the hydroelectric dam?
8. What type of action?
9. Does the anti-dam movement exist here?
10. What is your opinion of social movements?
11. What is your opinion of the anti-dam movement here?
12. Are you involved in the anti-dam movement? Why or why not?
13. Can you tell me about your experiences in Volcán/Caisán/Chiriquí province?
14. Can you tell me about your experiences in the anti-dam movement?
15. Do you want to be involved in social movements?
16. Is there anything else you can tell me about the hydroelectric dams?
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*Thank you for your time and responses. Your confidentiality will be protected, and no
identifying information will be written in my results.
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